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Public Awareness; A Rare Perspective Accelerating Awareness In The Age Of Personal Genetics
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There is concern that raising awareness about the role of genetics in chronic disease aetiology will undermine public belief in the importance of lifestyle, resulting in 
negative consequences for public health. We hypothesised that people who believe genetics influence chronic disease risk are less likely to believe lifestyle factors 
play a role. A population-based survey of 1,747 British adults included open-ended questions about cancer and heart disease risk factors. For causal beliefs about 
genetics and lifestyle, responses were coded. One-third of those polled identified genetic factors as influencing cancer (35%) and heart disease (36%). Identifying 
genetic risk for both diseases was associated with female gender, older age, and education, as well as a family history of heart disease. Individuals who identified 
genetic influences on cancer risk were more likely to mention diet (p 0.001) and exercise (p 0.05), as well as more overall lifestyle factors (p 0.05), regardless 
of demographics or family history. For heart disease, the patterns were similar. People who acknowledge that genetics influence chronic disease risk appear to 
be more likely, not less likely, to acknowledge the role of lifestyle, contradicting suggestions that the public takes a 'either/or' approach to the aetiology of these 
potentially preventable diseases.
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